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‘There is often a link between ill health and poverty; Discuss the social, economic and environmental influences that impact psychological health and well-being.’
Demi Easter
University of Wales Trinity Saint David



Health and well-being can be hard to define as people’s interpretation of what these words mean may vary depending on the society and culture someone grows up in. Definitions of these concepts may vary from person to person. Perceptions may also change over time and an individual’s definition may change as they grow older. It is also debated in the medical field, by health professionals and academics alike, whether the terms ‘Health’ and Well-being’ have a solid and definite definition that can be applied universally in every country. Health can mean a lot of thing to people such as good physical and mental state, an active social life, plenty of exercise or eating well. A negative definition of health could include the fact that an individual is free of disease, injury or stress. There are may factors that can impact on a person’s psychological health and well-being which can be both positive and negative. Some of these factors include social factors, economic factors and environmental factors which can have direct or indirect impacts on someone’s health and well-being. Poverty can come in may forms and include the factors stated previously. These factors may also all have an impact on each other.

One of the biggest impacts on people’s health and well-being is the social environment that we live in. Social inequalities can heavily impact upon a person’s health and there are greater health risks if these inequalities are experienced in childhood. These inequalities may be experienced in education where children who come from deprived areas or backgrounds do not have the same rates of success in school than other children. Children may also experience cultural deprivation which may also have a direct impact on their school grades. Stereotypically, male who come from disadvantaged backgrounds and don’t do well in school are more likely to become a criminal. The type of school a child attend will also impact them later in life. This can heavily influence these children later in life where they continue to experience inequalities in the work place and their social life may also suffer which could lead them into social or economic poverty. Individuals who experience social inequalities could also more likely to experience disorders such as depression and anxiety and may also experience diseases such as cardiovascular disease later in life. Peer groups could also have an effect on a person’s mental health. From a young age our peers will be a constant in life and can also improve our life or sometimes hinder it. Peer pressure can be experienced at any age but can also lead to things like bullying which can lead to anxiety, and in serious cases could lead to self-harm or suicide, which could have an effect on grades and worsen an individual’s health.

 Social inequalities have been shown to be more apparent in industrialised countries (Kunst, 2007). The social environment a person is in may also have an impact on a person’s health. Urban areas tend to have high crime rates and a higher population density, which can increase accident rates and a rise in mental health issues, which can both have negative impacts on a person’s health and well-being. By living out of the city the United Nations Population Fund (2007) suggests that people can expect to live a much longer life, be much more involved in their community and have a much stronger social network. The influence social factors have upon people are not always negative but they can also improve an individual’s health. So, in theory, in order for a person to have good psychological or mental health they need to have an active involvement in their community, a strong social network, a good education, a healthy family life and their basic needs for food and shelter being meet.

There are also socio-economic factors that combine social and economic factors as they can be seen as very closely related and heavily influence each other. Socio-economic factors are similar to a person’s socioeconomic status (McLoyd 1998), which consists of occupation, income and education. Socioeconomic disadvantages, which can also impact upon a person’s health, can include types of deprivation and poverty is a key indicator of socioeconomic deprivation (SED). In some studies, by for example Doan et al (2012), it was found in adolescents that socioeconomic deprivation produced a higher rate of psychopathology. This resulted in more substance abuse, disruptive behaviours and mental disorders such as depression. In further studies, this time into adults, by for example Duncan et al (2010), found that socioeconomic deprivation was linked to a low work productivity, people were more likely to be involved in crime and there were higher rates of mental illnesses. Studies by Chen et al (2004) and Chen (2013) found that health risks such as asthma and dental problems were linked with childhood socioeconomic deprivation. While other studies, by for example Seeman et al (2001), found that adult who experience this deprivation are more likely to die at a younger age, they get ill more frequently and have higher mortality rates. These individuals are also at a higher risk of cancer, more likely to experience cardiovascular disease and have a higher risk of diabetes.

 It can be argued that high levels of stress influenced by socioeconomic deprivation have a negative effect on health even from childhood. Evans (2004) identified that family poverty was experienced by children who had exposure to stressors such as violence, poor schooling, poor air quality, poor peer relationships and overcrowding. Adults who experience financial struggles, unstable employment and experience discrimination are more likely to see their physical and psychological health suffer. It has been shown that people who experience socioeconomic deprivations also experience more stressors over longer periods. It has also been shown, by Blair et al (2011) and Evans and Kim (2013), chronic levels of exposure to stress hinder and may immobilise an individual’s “ability to cope with stressors”. This exposure to stressors and to cumulative factors of risks can lead to dysfunctions in the brain and people’s physiological systems. This can then provide a higher risk for physical and psychological illness.

Economic status also has an impact on a person’s psychological well-being. In some countries such as the United States of America healthcare is private and must be paid for while in Great Britain healthcare is provided by the NHS and is free to people 18 and under. It can be argued that the more people pay for healthcare the better their mental and physical health will be.  Being unemployed or in a low wage job may impact upon where a person lives, which they may not have access to GP’s etc, and this may also have a direct negative effect on their health. These people may live in urban areas and worry more about their economic issues. This worry can cause stress and anxiety which if it is experienced for long periods of time may lead to severe health concerns such as strokes. If a person is struggling financially this can also affect their children’s health too. However, it can be argued that money does not mean people can access better health care than others. The World Health Organisation (2014) found that men in the US spent, on health care, an average of $8608 a year while men in Cube spent an average of $430 a year on care. Both of these countries have evidence that they have the same life expectancy as each other.

The environment a person lives in will also heavily influence health and well-being. The environment, defined by Pruss-Ustan and Corvalan (2006) in relation to health and well-being, is every ‘physical, chemical and biological factors’ which are external to the individual and the way the individual behaves in relation to these factors. It is argued that in order for people to obtain a mean to improve their health and well-being can often have a very negative effect on the environment. An example of this comes from Alan Massey as the demand for food has grown the use of pesticides and chemicals has increased which damages the land they are used on and air quality decreases which contributes to pollution (pp.111). The World Health Organisation (2014) stated that the biggest issues impacting the environment include air quality, homes, global environmental health and hazardous waste etc.

 The two main types of environment that are focused on are rural and urban. Urban environments have experienced an increased migration with people moving from rural areas, however, this can also influence social impacts on health as this could put a strain on resources, such as health care and housing, which could lead to poverty. Areas, which tend to be rural, that experience violence and high crime rates and often lack access to resources such as street lighting, health care or exercise facilities which influences physical and psychological health. Lack of exercise could contribute to diabetes and coronary heart disease which also leads to disorders such as stress and anxiety. Lack of access to health care will also make existing conditions worse and may worsen any psychological disorders. Women from these areas have also been shown to smoke and drink alcohol (Winters 2013) more than other areas leading to poorer health and could lead to substance abuse. Urban environments have the facilities that rural areas lack, such as gyms, but as a result of this and people commuting to these places the air quality is poor compared to rural which can lead to asthma etc. These areas also have low levels of housing standards so it is possible for diseases to be passed around. Wheeler et al (2005) found that low social class households experience poorer air quality. This shows that there is a link between social and environmental factors on health.

[bookmark: _GoBack]To conclude, the world people live in can have an impact on their health in so many different ways. These factors that impact health can be often closely related and also affect each other sometime making it hard to understand which aspects of life have direct impacts on mental health. While social, economic and environmental factors all affect health and well-being in a negative way they can also improve an individual’s health and well-being which could reduce the risks of stress and anxiety of everyday life.
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